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From 1837, South Australian cropping began in 
Brighton, Unley, Enfield, and soon spread to the 

northern Adelaide Plains around Salisbury and down 
south to Aldinga. In 1839,  the South Australian 
Agricultural Society, the origins of the Royal Agricultural 
and Horticultural Society, was formed to encourage 
sharing of ideas and experience among the new settlers. 
By 1845 a South Australian population of 22,460 had 
19,000 acres (7700 hectares) of wheat, By 1850, the wheat 
acreage had reached 40,000 acres, and by 1860, 275,000 
acres producing 3.5 million bushels (60,000 tons) of grain 
worth 13/4 per bushel (nominally $1.33/ bushel or $80/
ton). Settlements had developed on the Adelaide plains, 
Fleurieu Peninsula, the Barossa Valley and north to Clare.
When pastoralists were stricken by drought between 
1864 and 1866 the surveyor-general, George Goyder, 
established a line north of which pastoralists might receive 
assistance. Goyder’s Line came to be seen as the limit of 
arable agriculture. 

Harvests in 1874 and 1875 were so abundant that farmers 
went north. Land was opened up on Yorke Peninsula but 
also outside Goyder’s line across the Willochora Plain 
into the lower Flinders Ranges to Blinman and even to 
Government Gums, optimistically renamed Farina, with 
its new railway under construction.
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There was much land speculation. Farmers set up 
their holdings.  But by 1880-81, drought arrived, 

accompanied by rust and plague locusts. There was a total 
crop failure in the northern lands. Within a few years, 
farming in the far north was progressively abandoned. 
Farmers moved to the Murray Mallee and Eyre Peninsula.

From the early 1920s, South Australia developed an 
international reputation for barley growing.

Farming technology has advanced enormously since 
World War II. In 2013-4, the yields of the main crops 
were nearly the highest on record, and are summarised 
below.
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Crop
Area 
hectares

Yield 
tonnes/ha

Production 
tonnes

Area change 
from 2012–13 %

Production 
change from 
2012–13 % 

Wheat 2 279 000 2.25 5 128 000 9 38

Barley 925 000 2.40 2 225 000 8 24

Canola 285 000 1.55 442 000 –18 2

Wheat farms – each dot represents 500 acres


